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1

SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR HOLDING
CUTLERY TOGETHER

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application No. 61/352,581 filed Jun. 8, 2010, the disclo-

sure of which 1s mcorporated herein 1n 1ts entirety by this
reference.

FIELD OF THE DISCLOSURE

The present disclosure relates to a system and method for
holding disposable cutlery together. In particular, the present
disclosure relates to a module of disposable cutlery and
methods for forming and dispensing disposable cutlery from
the module.

BACKGROUND

It may be desirable to provide disposable cutlery, such as
multiple utensils, for example, spoons, forks, knives, and
sporks, 1n a configuration where the utensils are secured 1n
groups of more than one utensil. Such a configuration may
serve to save space 1n the packaging and storing of multiple
utensils. Additionally, such a configuration may enhance the
elliciency of loading a utensil dispenser. In particular, when
providing utensils to patrons via a utensil dispenser, the
provider may need to load the single utensils one-at-a-time
into the utensil dispenser, a process that may be tedious and
ineflicient. Further, loading the utensils 1n such a manner
may not result in reliable one-at-a-time dispensing, for
example, 11 the utensils are not loaded properly.

It may also be desirable to provide secured utensils that do
not produce excess waste when used 1n conjunction with a
dispenser. For example, multiple utensils may be secured to
cach other via a band, wrapper, or other securing device, or
they may be provided 1n a cartridge containing a plurality of
like utensils. However, after the band, wrapper, or other
securing device 1s removed from the utensils, such securing
device or cartridge will usually be discarded as waste.

It may be desirable to provide utensils that are not prone
to tlipping or otherwise changing from a desired orientation
during either a process of being loaded 1nto a dispenser or a
process of being dispensed from a dispenser. For example,
during dispensing of a stack of utensils, utensils may have
a tendency to flip or rotate as the stack slides within the
dispenser, which may lead to jamming the dispenser. This
may result in compromising the utility of the dispenser.
Additionally, it may be desirable to provide utensils that are
capable of being successtully dispensed from a dispenser
one-at-a-time.

It may also be desirable to provide a group of secured
utensils that can be divided into smaller groups of secured
utensils. In particular, some types of banded utensils or
cartridges of utensils may not be able to be loaded 1nto an
empty dispenser in smaller groups of secured utensils. This
drawback may cause problems when, for example, only a
few utensils remain in a dispenser and it 1s anticipated that
a large number of utensils will be dispensed in the near
tuture. In such a situation, someone responsible for restock-
ing the dispenser must either wait for the utensils to be
dispensed and risk having a delay between the time at which
the dispenser 1s emptied and when 1t i1s reloaded with new
utensils, or load a portion of a group of secured utensils and
discard or store the remaining loose utensils.
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Thus, 1t 1s desirable to provide a system and method for
addressing one or more of the 1ssues discussed above.

SUMMARY

In the following description, certain aspects and embodi-
ments will become evident. It should be understood that the
aspects and embodiments, 1n their broadest sense, could be
practiced without having one or more features of these
aspects and embodiments. Thus, 1t should be understood that
these aspects and embodiments are merely exemplary.

One aspect of the disclosure relates to a module of
disposable cutlery including a plurality of utensils including
a formable material, wherein at least two of the utensils are
separably coupled to one another via at least one of an
adhesive and a common portion of the formable materal.
For example, the common portion of formable material may
include one or more of the following: a portion of formable
material formed concurrently with the utensils, via, for
example, a molding process such as injection molding; a
portion of formable material formed from 1ndividual utensils
by, for example, softening and/or melting a portion of at
least one utensil and allowing the softened and/or melted
portion to cool 1 a configuration such that it separably
couples at least two utensils via, for example, welding; or a
portion of formable material formed separately and before
(or after) softening and/or melting, introduced to at least two
utensils such that, upon cooling, the matenial separably
couples at least two utensils.

Another aspect of the disclosure relates to a method of
securing a plurality of utensils to one another to form a
module of cutlery. At least two of the utensils comprise a
formable material. The method includes arranging the plu-
rality of utensils such that the utensils are positioned adja-
cent to one another. The method further includes separably
coupling at least two of the utensils that are positioned
adjacent to one another via at least one of applying an
adhesive to at least one of the two utensils, or providing a
common portion of the formable material that separably
couples the two utensils to one another, or both.

A further aspect of the disclosure relates to a method for
dispensing a utensil from a module of cutlery. The method
includes decoupling at least one utensil from the module by
overcoming an adhesive bond when the utensils are coupled
to one another via adhesive, or breaking a common portion
when the utensils are coupled to one another via the common
portion. The method further includes dispensing the at least
one decoupled utensil.

Additional aspects of the disclosure will be set forth 1n
part 1n the description which follows, or may be learned by
practice of the disclosed exemplary embodiments.

Aside from the structural and procedural arrangements set
forth above, the embodiments could include a number of
other arrangements, such as those explained hereinatter. It 1s

to be understood that both the foregoing description and the
tollowing description are exemplary only.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated 1n
and constitute a part of thus description, illustrate several
exemplary embodiments and together with the description,
serve to explain principles of the embodiments. In the
drawings,

FIG. 1 1s a schematic perspective view of an exemplary
embodiment of a module of cutlery.
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FIG. 2A 1s a schematic perspective view of an exemplary
SPOOI.

FIG. 2B 1s a schematic perspective view ol an exemplary
fork.

FI1G. 2C 1s a schematic perspective view of an exemplary 3
knife.

FIG. 2D 1s a schematic perspective view of an exemplary
spark.

FIG. 3A 1s a schematic perspective view ol exemplary
utensils coupled to one another via exemplary continuous 10
coupling strips.

FIG. 3B 1s a schematic perspective view ol exemplary
utensils coupled to one another via exemplary intermittent
couplings.

FIG. 3C 1s a schematic perspective view ol exemplary 15
utensils coupled to one another via exemplary protrusions.

FIG. 3D 1s a schematic perspective view of exemplary
utensils utilizing exemplary protrusions as a spacing feature.

FIG. 3E 1s a schematic plan view of an exemplary utensil
including an exemplary coupling bead. 20

FIG. 3F 1s a schematic side view of exemplary utensils
coupled by exemplary coupling beads.

FIG. 4 1s a schematic plan view of an exemplary utensil
identifying different regions of the utensil.

FIG. 5 1s a schematic side view of an exemplary decoupler 25
decoupling an exemplary utensil from an exemplary module
ol utensils.

DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY
EMBODIMENTS 30

Reference will now be made 1n detaill to exemplary
embodiments. Wherever possible, the same reference num-
bers are used 1n the drawings and the description to refer to
the same or like parts. 35

FIG. 1 shows a schematic perspective view of an exem-
plary embodiment of a module 10 of disposable cutlery.
Module 10 comprises a plurality of utensils 12, which
appear 1n a stacked configuration here, but which may be
arranged 1n other configurations. Module 10 may include at 40
least one of a spoon 14, a fork 16, a knife 18, and a spork
20 (see FIGS. 2A-2D), or any combination thereof. Module
10 may be formed with as few as two utensils 12, as many
as 10, 15, 20, or 30 utensils 12, or more, as any number of
utensils 12 1s contemplated for module 10. 45

In FIGS. 3A-3F, exemplary configurations for coupling
utensils 12 to one another are shown. Exemplary couplers 22
function to couple at least two utensils 12 to one another. For
example, as shown in FIG. 3A, couplers 22 may be 1n the
form of continuous coupling strips 34. The couplers 22 may 50
also be formed in discontinuous or intermittent coupling
areas 36, for example, as shown i FIGS. 3B and 3C.
Exemplary discontinuous or intermittent coupling areas 36
may couple as few as two utensils 12, as many as 10, 15, 20,
30, or 100 or more utensils 12, as any number of utensils 12 55
1s contemplated for module 10. According to some embodi-
ments, 1n addition to couplers 22, utensils 12 of a module 10
may also include, for example, a band, tie, string, or similar
device around the utensils 12 of a module 10 to assist 1n
orienting or securing module 10. 60

According to some embodiments, the couplers 22 may be
tormed via at least one of an adhesive and a common portion
of a formable material, of which the utensils are made,
regardless of whether the continuous strip configuration or
the discontinuous or mtermittent configuration—or both— 65
are used. Additionally, 1n some embodiments, couplers 22
may be applied to one or both sides 30 of one or more
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utensils 12. If adhesive 1s used, 1t may be applied in one or
more continuous coupling strips 34 that couple the utensils
12 to one another and form module 10, for example, as
shown 1n FIG. 1. The thickness of the coupling strips 34 may
vary depending, for example, on the specific type of adhe-
s1ive and/or the number of strips 34 used. The coupling strips
34 may be applied perpendicular to utensils 12 or at an
oblique angle. Where multiple strips 34 are used, strips 34
need not have the same orientation, and 1instead may overlap
cach other or form a shape or pattern, for example, a
decorative and/or branding pattern.

The exemplary formable material described herein may
include, for example, plastic, combinations of plastics, or
combinations of plastics and other materials suitable for use
as disposable or reusable cutlery. For example, the formable
material may include one or more of polystyrene, polyeth-
ylene, and polypropylene.

Adhesive may also be applied in a discontinuous or
intermittent manner. For example, adhesive deposits may be
placed 1n one or more of the gaps 24 between the utensils 12
in a module 10, or may be placed elsewhere, for example,
between the overlapping surfaces of two adjacent utensils 12
in the module 10 (see, e.g., FIGS. 3FE and 3F). The adhesive
deposits may align vertically, but can be applied 1n any
orientation, including a pattern or a random disbursement.
Also, adhesive deposits may be used concurrently with
coupling strips 34 or additional methods of coupling utensils
12 to one another.

An example of an additional method of coupling 1is
welding, including spot welding, ultrasonic welding, vibra-
tion welding, and any other welding techmque that may be
suitable for coupling two utensils 12. Another example 1s
soldering. Yet another example 1s hot melting. Any form of
coupling at least two utensils 12 together by forming a
common portion of formable material between the utensils
12 may be used. For example, this may be accomplished by
applying heat to one or more of utensils 12 to cause the
formable material of at least one utensil 12 to soiten or melt.
Upon cooling, the softened or melted material may form a
common portion of formable material that couples two or
more utensils to one another. In another example, forming a
common portion of formable material may be accomplished
by mntroducing additional formable material to a module 10
of utensils 12 and softening or melting the additional form-
able material. Upon cooling, the additional formable mate-
rial will couple at least two utensils 12 via a common portion
of formable material. Sitmilarly, forming a common portion
of formable material may be accomplished by introducing
additional formable material to a module 10 of utensils 12,
soltening or melting one or more portions of the module 10,
and applying the additional formable material such that 1t
couples a plurality of utensils 12 when the melted portion or
portions harden. According to some embodiments, the com-
mon portion of formable material may be formed i an
integral manner, together with utensils 12, for example, via
a molding process such as form molding or injection mold-
ing, where the common portion and the utensils 12 of
module 10 are formed during the same molding process.

Referring to FIG. 2A, it shows a schematic perspective
view of an exemplary spoon 14 that may be included as a
utensil 12 i module 10. Spoon 14 has a top face 26 and a
bottom face 28. Spoon 14 also has two sides 30 and an end
32. Top face 26, bottom face 28, sides 30, and end 32 may
cach have any number of profiles, including, for example,
flat, straight, shaped, curved, or tapered. In some exemplary
embodiments, spoon 14 1s shaped such that a plurality of
spoons 14 may be stacked on top of one another. In such a
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stacked configuration, sides 30 of one spoon 14 may align
vertically with sides 30 from an adjacent utensil 12 (e.g.,
another spoon 14).

Referring to FIG. 2B, it shows a schematic perspective
view ol an exemplary fork 16 that may be included as a
utensil 12 1 module 10. Fork 16 has a top face 26 and a
bottom face 28. Fork 16 also has two sides 30 and an end 32.
Top face 26, bottom face 28, sides 30, and end 32 may each
have any number of profiles, including, for example, flat,
straight, shaped, curved, or tapered. In some exemplary
embodiments, fork 16 is shaped such that a plurality of forks
16 may be stacked on top of one another. In such a stacked
configuration, sides 30 of one fork 16 may align vertically
with sides 30 from an adjacent utensil 12 (e.g., another fork
16).

Referring to FIG. 2C, it shows a schematic perspective
view ol an exemplary knife 18 that may be included as a
utensil 12 1n module 10. Knife 18 has a top face 26 and a
bottom face 28. Knife 18 also has two sides 30 and an end
32. Top face 26, bottom face 28, sides 30, and end 32 may
cach have any number of profiles, mncluding, for example,
flat, straight, shaped, curved, or tapered. In some exemplary
embodiments, knife 18 1s shaped such that a plurality of
knives 18 may be stacked on top of one another. In such a
stacked configuration, sides 30 of one knife 18 may align
vertically with sides 30 from an adjacent utensil 12 (e.g.,
another knife 18).

Referring to FIG. 2D, 1t shows a schematic perspective
view of an exemplary spork 20 that may be included as a
utensil 12 1n module 10. Spork 20 has a top face 26 and a
bottom face 28. Spork 20 also has two sides 30 and an end
32. Top face 26, bottom face 28, sides 30, and end 32 may
cach have any number of profiles, mncluding, for example,
flat, straight, shaped, curved, or tapered. In some exemplary
embodiments, spork 20 1s shaped such that a plurality of
sporks 20 may be stacked on top of one another. In such a
stacked configuration, sides 30 of one spork 20 may align
vertically with sides 30 from an adjacent utensil 12 (e.g.,
another spork 20).

FIG. 3A shows a portion of a plurality of utensils 12
stacked 1n an exemplary manner such that sides 30 are
generally aligned. Coupling strip 34 couples utensils 12 to
one another to form module 10. In FIG. 3A, coupling strip
34 1s shown as a continuous strip. However, coupling strip
34 also may be applied in a discontinuous or intermittent
manner. FIG. 3A also shows coupling strip 34 substantially
perpendicular to sides 30, such that coupling strip 34 would
appear to align substantially vertically when the module 10
of utensils 12 1s oriented 1n an upright position. However,
coupling strip 34 may be applied at any other angles and/or
other lengths that couple at least two utensils 12 to one
another.

Exemplary coupling strip 34 may comprise an adhesive,
a common portion of formable material, or a combination of
both. If coupling strip 34 1s an adhesive, 1t can include any
combination of adhesives known 1n the art. For example,
such types of adhesives may include, but are not limited to,
hot melt adhesive, epoxy, glue, resin, and cement. According
to some embodiments, adhesive may be applied in a con-
figuration that secures utensils 12 of a module 10 to one
another, but which allows a user and/or a dispenser to break
the bond between adjacent utensils 12. For example, a
thinner coupling strip 34 may be used with stronger adhe-
sives while a relatively weaker adhesive may be applied 1n
relatively thicker coupling strips 34.

According to some embodiments, coupling strip 34 may
include a common portion of the formable material that
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forms utensils 12. For example, the common portion may be
formed by softening or melting a portion of at least one side
28 of a utensil 12 and allowing the softened or melted
portion to cool 1n a configuration such that it couples the
utensil 12 with at least one adjacent utensil 12. The common
portion may be formed, for example, by mtroducing an
additional piece of formable maternial and softening or
melting some or all of that piece such that upon cooling 1t
couples at least two utensils 12 to one another. The common
portion may further be formed by introducing an additional
piece of formable material, softening or melting a portion of
one or more utensils 12, and attaching the additional piece
to the softened or melted portion or portions of the utensils
12, such that upon cooling at least two utensils 12 are
coupled to one another. Softening or melting the formable
material may be accomplished by any method known 1n the
art, mncluding but not limited to the application of heat,
clectricity, and/or friction. According to some embodiments,
the common portion of formable material may be formed in
an integral manner, together with utensils 12, for example,
via a molding process such as form molding or imjection
molding, where the common portion and the utensils 12 of
module 10 are formed during the same molding process.

In some embodiments, the coupling strip 34 may contact
at least one of the top face 26, bottom face 28, and one of
sides 30 of a utensil 12 to be coupled. When coupling strip
34 contacts at least one side 30, coupling strip 34 may also
extend into the gaps 24 between each utensil 12, and may
also come 1nto contact with the top face 26 or bottom face
28 of one or more utensils.

FIG. 3B shows a plurality of exemplary utensils 12
stacked such that sides 30 are generally aligned. Coupling
arecas 36 couple at least two utensils 12 to one another.
Coupling areas 36 may include adhesive deposits, common
portions of formable material, or a combination of the two.
It adhesive deposits are utilized, the adhesive may be any
combination of adhesives known 1n the art, including, but
not limited to, hot melt glue, epoxy, glue, resin, and cement.
The adhesive deposits may be applied 1n any configuration
that serves to couple at least two of the utensils 12. The
adhesive deposits may be configured such that a user and/or
a dispenser can break the adhesive bonds and separate a
utensil 12 from module 10. The adhesive deposits may be
located such that at least one deposit contacts the sides 30 of
two adjacent utensils 12. The adhesive deposits may also be
located between the utensils 12, such that the adhesive
deposit contacts the top face 26 of one utensil and the bottom
face 28 of another utensil 12. If the adhesive deposits are
positioned between the utensils 12, the size, shape, and
material make-up of the adhesive deposit may influence the
s1ze of the gaps 24 between adjacent utensils 12.

Coupling areas 36 may also include common portions of
formable material shared by at least two adjacent utensils 12.
In some embodiments, the common portion may be formed
by softening or melting a portion of at least one side 30 of
a utensil 12 and allowing the soitened or melted portion to
cool 1n a configuration such that it couples the utensil 12
with at least one adjacent utensil 12. According to some
embodiments, the common portion may be formed by 1ntro-
ducing additional pieces of formable maternial and softening
or melting some, or all, of those pieces such that upon
cooling at least two utensils 12 are coupled to one another.
The common portion may further be formed by introducing
one or more additional pieces of formable material, soften-
ing or melting a portion of one or more utensils 12, and
attaching the additional piece to the softened or melted
portion or portions of the utensils 12, such that upon cooling
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the at least two utensils 12 are coupled. The amount of
formable material may be varied to control the gaps 24
between adjacent utensils 12. Softening or melting the
formable material may be accomplished by any method
known 1n the art, including but not limited to the application
of heat, electricity, friction, or a combination thereof. The
common portions of formable material may be configured
such that a user and/or a dispenser can separate the utensils
12 from one another.

FIG. 3C shows a plurality of exemplary utensils 12
stacked such that sides 30 are generally aligned. According
to some embodiments, the utensils 12 may have at least one
protrusion 38 made from formable material. The protrusions
38 may be used to facilitate coupling adjacent utensils 12 to
one another. The protrusions 38 may be provided in any
number of shapes, or 1n a shape that at least partially spans
the gaps 24 between utensils 12. For example, the protru-
sions 38 may be located on the sides 30, the top face 26, or
the bottom face 28 of the utensils 12. The utensils 12 may
be coupled by protrusion coupling areas 40. For example,
protrusion coupling areas 40 may 1nclude adhesive and/or a
common portion of formable material.

According to some embodiments, at least two utensils 12
may be coupled via adhesive deposits on the protrusions 38.
The adhesive deposits may be any combination of adhesives
known 1n the art, including, but not limited to, hot melt glue,
epoxy, glue, resin, and cement. For example, the adhesive
deposits may be applied to the protrusions 38 such that at
least two utensils 12 are coupled to one another.

According to some embodiments, at least two utensils 12
may be coupled via a common portion of formable material
that 1includes at least one protrusion 38. Coupling may be
accomplished by softening or melting a portion of formable
material of one or more of utensils 12 such that upon
cooling, the utensils 12 become coupled to one another. For
example, the side 30 of a utensil 12 may be soitened or
melted such that it joins with protrusion 38 upon cooling, or
the protrusion 38 may be softened or melted such that it joins
with a portion of a utensil 12 upon cooling. Of course, the
protrusion 38 and the side 30 of a utensil 12 may both be
softened or melted such that they join each other upon
cooling. According to some embodiments, the common
portion of formable material may be formed in an integral
manner, together with utensils 12, for example, via a mold-
ing process such as form molding or imection molding,
where the common portion and the utensils 12 of module 10
are formed during the same molding process. According to
some embodiments, two protrusions 38 may be aligned such
that the two protrusions 38 combine after softening or
melting to form the common portion of formable material.

Softening or melting the formable material may be
accomplished by any method known 1n the art, including but
not limited to the application of heat, electricity, friction, or
any combination thereof. In some embodiments, the com-
mon portions of formable material may be configured such
that a user and/or a dispenser may separate the utensils 12
from one another. The protrusions 38 may be formed such
that upon decoupling, the protrusion 38 completely detaches
from previously-coupled utensils 12. Alternatively, the pro-
trusion 38 may be formed such that upon decoupling, 1t
remains attached to one of the previously-coupled utensils
12.

Protrusions 38 may be formed 1n various shapes and sizes.
Exemplary shapes include, without limitation, at least one of
a square, a rectangle, a triangle, a circle, a cylinder, a sphere,
a cube, a box, a pyramid, a star, and the like. The chosen
shape can provide a formable surface area configured such
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that after coupling—either by adhesive, by forming a com-
mon portion of formable matenal, or both—the bond may be
broken by a user and/or a dispenser. According to some
embodiments, protrusions 38 are shaped such that they also
assist 1 aligning or maintaining the alignment of the stack
of utensils 12 before application of an adhesive or formation
of a common portion of formable material.

FIG. 3D shows a plurality of exemplary utensils 12
stacked such that the sides 30 are generally aligned. In some
embodiments, the protrusions 38 may perform a spacing
function. For example, the protrusions 38 may be formed at
any location on one or more utensils 12. The protrusions 38
may occupy some amount of space within the gaps 24
between utensils 12, and may influence the separation
between utensils 12. In some embodiments, one or more
utensils 12 may be coupled to one another along one or both
sides 30 of the utensils 12. If the utensils 12 are only coupled
along one side 30, then module 10 may have some degree of
flexibility. If the protrusions 38 are provided along one side
30 of the utensils 12, and the utensils 12 are coupled along
the same side 30, then flexibility of the module 10 may be
increased. In some embodiments, the flexibility may be
influenced by controlling the size of the gaps 24 between
utensils 12. Likewise, the gaps 24 between utensils 12 may
be mfluenced by the size, shape, and/or location of protru-
sions 38. The protrusions 38 may perform a spacing function
regardless of whether they are used to couple the utensils 12
to one another.

FIG. 3E shows an exemplary utensil 12 including a
coupling area 36 in the exemplary form of a coupling bead
377 disposed on utensil 12. In some embodiments, at least one

coupling bead 37 may be used to couple a plurality of
utensils 12 to form module 10, as shown in FIG. 3F. While

FIGS. 3F and 3F show one coupling bead 37 per utensil 12,
the embodiments should be understood to encompass any
number of coupling beads 37 on each utensil 12. Coupling
bead 37 may be configured with 1ts center point on longi-
tudinal axis C. Coupling bead 37 may include adhesive
deposits, common portions of formable material, or a com-
bination of the two. If adhesive deposits are utilized, the
adhesive may be any combination of adhesives known 1n the
art, including, but not limited to, hot melt glue, epoxy, glue,
resin, and cement. The adhesive deposits may be applied in
any configuration that serves to couple at least two of the
utensils 12, for example, as shown in FIG. 3F. The adhesive
deposits may be configured such that a user and/or a
dispenser can break the adhesive bonds and separate a
utensil 12 from module 10. The adhesive deposits may be
located between the utensils 12, such that the adhesive
deposits contact the top face 26 of one utensil and the bottom
face 28 of another utensil 12. If the adhesive deposits are
positioned between the utensils 12, the size, shape, and
material make-up of the adhesive deposit may influence the
s1ze of the gaps 24 between adjacent utensils 12.

Coupling beads 37 may also include common portions of
formable material shared by at least two adjacent utensils 12.
In some embodiments, the common portion may be formed
by softening or melting a portion of a utensil 12 and
allowing the softened or melted portion to cool in a con-
figuration such that 1t couples the utensil 12 with at least one
adjacent utensil 12. According to some embodiments, the
common portion may be formed by introducing additional
pieces of formable material and softening or melting some,
or all, of those pieces such that upon cooling at least two
utensils 12 are coupled to one another. Alternatively, the
common portion may be formed by softening or melting a
portion of one or more utensils 12 and introducing one or
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more additional pieces of formable material, configured
such that when the at least two utensils 12 cool, they may
couple to one another. The amount of formable material may
be varied to control the gaps 24 between adjacent utensils
12. Softening or melting the formable material may be
accomplished by any method known 1n the art, including but
not limited to the application of heat, electricity, friction, or
a combination thereof. According to some embodiments, the
common portion of formable material may be formed 1n an
integral manner, together with utensils 12, for example, via
a molding process such as form molding or 1njection mold-
ing, where the common portion and the utensils 12 of
module 10 are formed during the same molding process. The
common portions of formable material may be configured
such that a user and/or a dispenser can separate the utensils
12 from one another.

FIG. 4 shows a schematic plan view of an exemplary
utensil 12 divided into five regions: a handle end region 42,
a first middle region 44, a second middle region 46, a third
middle region 48, and a functional end region 50. According
to some embodiments, at least two utensils 12 may be
coupled at one or more locations within one or more of the
five 1identified regions. According to some embodiments, the
utensils 12 may be coupled along one side 30. According to
some embodiments, the utensils 12 may be coupled along
both sides 30. The coupling locations on each side 30 of the
utensils 12 may mirror each other. For example, a utensil 12
may be coupled on both sides 30 at each of the first middle
region 44, the second middle region 46, and the third middle
region 48. The coupling locations need not mirror each
other, however. For example, a utensil 12 may be coupled on
one side 30 at first middle region 44 and third middle region
48, while on the other side 30 the utensil 12 may be coupled
at the second middle region 46. Setting coupling locations at
any additional combination of sides 30 and/or regions 1is
within the scope of these embodiments.

FIG. 5 shows a schematic side view of a plurality of
utensils 12 coupled by couplers 22, where one utensil 12 1s
being decoupled from module 10 via a decoupler 352. The
couplers 22 are shown 1n a continuous strip configuration,
although they may be utilized in other forms, such as those
identified 1n connection with previously described embodi-
ments. For example, the couplers 22 may be formed in
discontinuous or mtermittent sections. The discontinuous or
intermittent sections may couple as few as two utensils 12 or
as many as 10, 15, 20, or 100 or more utensils 12, as any
number of utensils 12 1s contemplated for a module 10. The
couplers 22 are not limited to continuous or discontinuous/
intermittent sections, however. For example, the couplers 22
may be formed via at least one of an adhesive and a common
portion of the formable material, regardless of whether the
continuous strip configuration or the discontinuous or inter-
mittent configuration—or both—are used.

The exemplary decoupler 52 may be part of, for example,
a conventional dispenser. In the exemplary embodiment
shown, the decoupler 52 1s a generally wedge-shaped tip
configured to be nserted into a gap 24 between two utensils
12. According to some embodiments, however, decoupler 52
does not have a wedge-shaped tip. The size of the decoupler
52 may force the utensils 12 on either side of the decoupler
52 1n opposite directions, breaking the bond or bonds (e.g.,
adhesive bonds and/or bonds formed via a common portion
of formable material) between those utensils 12. According
to some embodiments, the tip of the decoupler 52 may apply
pressure to the couplers 22 directly, severing the coupler 22
material. According to some embodiments, the decoupler 52
may apply pressure to the couplers 22 directly and may also
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force the utensils 12 on either side of the decoupler 52 1n
opposite directions. In other embodiments, the decoupler 52
(e.g., a decoupler without a generally-wedge shaped tip)
may apply a force to an individual utensil 12 such that the
bond or bonds (e.g., adhesive bonds and/or bonds formed via
a common portion of formable matenal) coupling that
utensil 12 to at least one other utensil 12 1s/are broken. The
decoupler 52 may be operated by direct user input, by user
input transformed by a system providing mechanical advan-
tage, or by independent power source such as, for example,
an electric motor and/or electric, pneumatic, or hydraulic
actuator.

The decoupler 52 1s not limited by size or shape. Accord-
ing to some embodiments, the decoupler 52 may 1nclude a
thin, sharp edge, which 1s inserted into the gap 24 between
utensils 12 and severs the couplers 22 (e.g., FIG. 5). Accord-
ing to some embodiments, the decoupler 52 may include a
clamp-shaped head that partially surrounds one utensil 12
and applies a force that decouples at least one of the utensils
12 from module 10. In other embodiments, the decoupler 52
may include a round head. In further embodiments, the
decoupler 52 may include a partially round head that utilizes
a camming action to rotatably decouple one or more utensils
12 from module 10. The decoupler 52 1s similarly not limited
in quantity. For example, a decoupler 52 may include a
plurality of portions (e.g., head, tip, etc.) that work together
or independently to decouple one or more of utensils 12
from a module 10.

According to some embodiments, the decoupler 52 may
be part of a dispenser for dispensing individual utensils 12.
The dispenser may be configured to receive one or more
modules 10 of utensils 12, and may utilize a decoupler 52 to
decouple utensils 12 from a module 10, individually and/or
in groups. The dispenser may also hold one or more types of
utensils 12, including one of at least a spoon 14, a fork 16,
a knife, 18, and/or a spork 20.

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that various
modifications and variations can be made to the structures
and methodologies described herein. Thus, 1t should be
understood that the mvention 1s not limited to the subject
matter discussed in the description. Rather, the present
invention 1s mtended to cover modifications and varnations.

What 1s claimed 1s:
1. A module of cutlery, the module comprising:
more than two utensils comprising a formable matenal,
cach of the utensils comprising a handle with a top face,
a bottom face, and pair of sides,

wherein the more than two utensils are separably coupled
to one another via a unitary coupler in the form of a
common portion of the formable material formed along
a length of the utensils by softening or melting and by
allowing the softened or melted portion to cool so as to
stack the top face of a utensil below the bottom face of
an adjacent utensil 1n a substantially parallel configu-
ration.

2. The module of claim 1, wherein the more than two
utensils are stacked.

3. The module of claim 1, wherein the more than two
utensils comprise at least one of a fork, a spoon, a knife, and
a spork.

4. The module of claim 1, wherein the formable material
comprises at least one material selected from the group
comprising polystyrene, polyethylene, and polypropylene.

5. The module of claim 1, wherein the common portion 1s
formed from at least one of hot melting, soldering, spot
welding, and ultrasonic welding.
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6. The module of claim 1, wherein at least one of each pair
of utensils comprises at least one protrusion, wherein the at
least one protrusion forms the common portion of the
formable material.
7. The module of claim 6, wherein the at least one
protrusion 1s configured to at least partially detach from at
least one of each pair of utensils.
8. The module of claim 1, wherein the utensils are
separably coupled to one another via a plurality of coupling
locations.
9. The module of claim 1, further comprising a band
configured to assist retaining the more than two utensils to
one another to form the module.
10. A module of cutlery, the module comprising:
more than two utensils comprising a formable material,
cach of the utensils comprising a handle with a top face,
a bottom face, and pair of sides,

wherein the more than two utensils are separably coupled
to one another via a bonding coupler in the form of a
common portion of the formable material formed along
a length of the utensil by softening or melting and by
allowing the softened or melted portion to cool so as to
stack the top face of a utensil below the bottom face of
an adjacent utensil 1n a substantially parallel configu-
ration.
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